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Abstract 
This project describes the influence of the internet on activism and poses the question of 
whether the internet can liberate people. The paper seeks to research the field of digital 
activism, to establish how prominent the phenomenon is and to which extent social media 
sites (SMS) and social networking sites (SNS) can abet the social movement in their activism. 
Furthermore it will discuss the power relations between the different stakeholders, and 
their incentives to regulate or deregulate the internet. In this context, destructive digital 
activism, and the downsides of digital activism such as the concept of slacktivism will be 
investigated and analyzed upon. Looking at the different approaches people have to digital 
activism, this paper will explore the concepts of Digital Immigrants and Digital Natives. The 
findings show that with the invention of the internet new possibilities for communication 
opened up. Social movements have taken this opportunity, and incorporated digital devices 
(computers, smartphones) and platforms (SMS, SNS) into their repertoire, and used it for 
organizing, mobilizing and spreading their messages. These digital tools can thus help 
liberate activists, but governments and corporations also adopt these new technologies, and 
use them to control the digital activism. Therefore the internet can be an extremely 
efficient tool, but it can also transform activism into a passive, and non-participating act 
(slacktivism). What the research shows is that DN has a more passive approach, using the 
internet as the only way to perform activism. This is compared to DI who tend to 
incorporate digital devices and platforms only as helping tools. In order for the internet to 
liberate it must be for everyone, in which it fails. Therefore we can only consider it a mere 
tool. 
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Chapter I: Introduction 
The idea for our project came from a common interest in activism, and we started asking 
questions about how the internet is influencing so many aspects of our lives. We felt that a 
phenomenon such as the internet must reflect how people conduct activism nowadays. So 
we began researching the field of digital activism, and discovered a great amount of 
material useful for writing a project. We found that there seems to be a broad enthusiastic 
excitement about the potential effect of the internet, and a hope or belief that it can be 
the catalyst for a revolution. This is because of what this new digital world represents, an 
infinite number of opportunities to express political dissatisfaction and connect people. But 
we question this almost illusory determinism by asking ourselves is the internet really that 
powerful? Can it truly liberate people from the bottom up? And if this is the case, can it not 
also be used by the authorities vice versa? What about corporations? Since both of us also 
share a skeptical approach towards corporate power, we found it necessary to ask how the 
internet can be used as a power-tool to control people as well as liberate them. This project 
therefore seeks to understand the influence of the internet on activism, and tries to identify 
the qualities it contains to emancipate the digital activist.  
Problem area 
Before Gutenberg introduced the printing machine in the fifteenth century and the 
telegraph was invented in the nineteenth century, communication only travelled in real time 
speed. Within 50 years after his invention more than 8.000.000 books had been printed. 
(Hill, 2013: 17; Unknown 2000)ii A world of spreading knowledge opened up. The biggest 
revolution in media since then is the internet, connecting people across the world by 
transferring data, sound and picture instantly. The internet has in many ways transformed 
the way we communicate with each other. In contemporary western society the digital 
world plays a pivotal role in a person's everyday life. Billions of people are now using social 
media, and this number is vastly growing each day (Facts on Social Networks 2014). Through 
internet platforms like social media sites (SMS, a place for uploading picture, sound and 
video e.g. Youtube) and social networking sites (SNS, a site mainly used for uploading text 
e.g. Twitter) it has become easier for people with common interests to reach one another, 
and share thoughts and ideas. Especially social movements have adopted these tools in order 
to promote their specific causes. When SMS and SNS are used by social movements it is often 
as a platform for communication, debate and sharing certain political messages with 
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potential followers. Often SMS and SNS are used as tools in different contexts e.g. academic, 
social, political and news-intermediary. 
It is important to distinguish between the different forms of social media because each 
serves a different purpose. Facebook, Twitter and Youtube are three examples that contain 
different properties. The choice of SMS or SNS depends on the message one would like to 
express e.g. messages sent via the SNS Twitter can only contain 140 characters (Hwang 
2010:128). Therefore Twitter would not be the optimal tool if the goal was to post a long 
manifest for example. SMS and SNS are specific digital tools that enable social networking 
and file sharing by connecting people instantly, and simplifying the infrastructure of 
communication. This new so-called bending of time and space that the internet provides by 
the immediate contact worldwide changed the way we perceive communication today. It is 
a considerable advantage for social movements in contemporary society in the fund-raising, 
mobilizing and recruiting-process. It allows for a stream of processed and unprocessed 
information that was not possible for the pre digital activist. 
From the Arab Spring to Occupy Wall Street we have seen social media-inspired protests 
throughout the world (Harlow and Guo 2014: 463). This has largely been made possible 
because of the digital environment which initially was not created to facilitate digital 
activism (Scholz 2010: 17-18). What the internet provides, one could argue, is liberation of 
news sources. Some might even say that we are in the midst of a new media revolution 
where a high speed digital stream of information, different from that of the established 
media, is publicly available. This means challenging alternative news sources which can 
contest the mainstream narrative but it also suggests that everyone is a potential journalist. 
The Internet acts as a platform for communicating messages. It is a launchpad for raw 
material, first hand eyewitness testimony and biased processed material. We will talk more 
about that in chapter V. 
Considering the environment in which digital activism takes place economically, socially and 
politically is important if we want to understand the workings of this concept. By looking at 
the contextual factors we determine how people from all layers of society make use of SMS 
and SNS (Joyce 2010: 4-5). Talking about SNS and in particular Twitter we want to look at 
the use of tweets, and how they can be used for resource mobilization, or the hashtag (#), 
that works to establish the collective framing. The # is topic specific, and therefore it must 
be followed up by a short message e.g. #occupywallstreet (Conover et al. 2013: 2). This in 
essence allows for a wide audience, and can possibly reach young generations who are used 
to incorporate the internet as a daily tool (Hennefer 2013: 7). In our project we distinguish 
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between digital natives (DN), persons brought up in digital world, and digital immigrants 
(DI), persons introduced to digital culture later in life (Hennefer 2013: 7). The way people 
adopt digital tools like SMS and SNS relies on which category one falls under. Even though 
both DN and DI use these sites, the manner in which they go about it is profoundly different. 
Practicing digital activism is therefore dependent on the category of the activist, the 
technology that is available and the environmental circumstances. We will talk more about 
that in chapter III 
As an example we look at the Occupy Wall Street (OWS) movement that changed the whole 
discourse around the financial banking sector in the USA (Calhoun 2013: 37-38). This was a 
social movement formed in 2011 as an opponent to capitalist and neo-capitalist ideas. The 
movement had a critical stance on social and economic inequality, and centered on the 
weakest in society (Calhoun 2013: 35). The slogan, “We are the 99%” that went viraliii refers 
to the inequality in the American society. This is a good example of a social movement that 
managed to incorporate the digital world into their activism. Occupier Joanne Coppolino 
states to the newspaper Oakland Tribune; “if not for social media, 80 percent of our 
information would not have gone out to get people's attention” (Boudreau 2011: 1). This 
statement, we acknowledge, comes from a subjective source, but it is relevant still, and it 
confirms the argument that SMS and SNS is an important tool for the digital activist. 
According to Coppolino, it would not have been possible for OWS to spread their political 
message so wide if not for social media. In the case of OWS the internet works as a tool of 
liberation because of the possibilities it creates for the people. On the other hand, the 
internet can also be used as a way to control a population (Scholz 2010: 18), or more 
specific a social movement by hacking emails and intervening posts and blogs written by 
protesters, governments and corporations now have the opportunity to regulate digital 
activity (Tatchell 2013: 7). 
Communication in the digital era has transformed the way social movements conduct their 
activism. The internet has opened up a whole new arena on which activism can be 
practiced. All of these considerations have lead us to our problem area, and has helped us to 
construct the following research question: 
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Research Question 
How does the internet assist social movements when performing 
activism? Can the internet liberate us or is it merely a helping tool? 
 
Working questions 
 What is activism and how do social movements operate? E.g. how can Tilly´s theory 
on social movement be used to understand the events of OWS? 
 How can the internet influence activism? And why do digital immigrants and natives 
make use of SNS differently when performing digital activism? 
 How can we understand the different power relations between actors on the internet? 
And what is the internet's ability to liberate people?  
 
Project design 
Chapter III What is activism and how do social movements operate? How can we 
understand Tilly´s theory on social movement using OWS as an 
example? 
Objectives To explain the workings of social movements, and understand the event 
of OWS. We will look at the internet, and the use of SMS and SNS in 
political activism. Furthermore we want to define activism in order to 
allow discussions about the importance of SMS and SNS in contemporary 
activism. 
Specific 
Questions 
What characterizes the OWS movement? And how is activism exercised 
on the internet? How did OWS utilize twitter as a digital tool to 
mobilize demonstrations, and expand the reach of their political 
message? Is Tilly´s theory on social movements sufficient when we are 
dealing with digital activism? 
Method A short introduction to OWS and the internet. We will look at Tilly´s 
social movement theory. Especially his repertoire of contention and the 
WUNC display to understand the mechanisms of OWS to gain an 
understanding of how social movements operate. 
Conclusion Activism is defined as an active action. The internet has made it 
possible to be an inactive activist, but we would refer to this as 
slacktivism instead of activism. Tilly describes three elements that 
must be present in a social movement campaign, repertoire and WUNC 
display. We have used Tilly´s theory on social movements to explain 
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the events of OWS, and found that it was a good example of a 
movement containing all of the elements mentioned above. 
Chapter IV How can the internet influence activism? And why do digital 
immigrants and natives make use of SMS and SNS differently when 
performing digital activism? 
Objectives To understand how DN compared to DI relay to the internet. We will 
examine how the internet, and especially how SMS and SNS, is utilized 
as a tools for political activism. Furthermore we will look at the digital 
divide, and the three biggest factors that creates this division. Also we 
question the definitions of traditional and digital activism. 
Specific 
Questions 
What is the definition of digital natives and immigrants? 
Is the internet a platform for everyone? What is the future of activism? 
Method An analysis of the economic, political and socioeconomic elements in 
digital activism We will approach this from a macro sociological point of 
view, not micro sociological. Using existing literature to understand the 
concept of digital activism together with an analysis of DN’s and DI’s 
relationship to this. 
Conclusion The internet contains both positive and negative elements. We cannot 
argue that use of SMS and SNS when performing activism is good or bad, 
it is how these sites are employed that defines their worthiness. By 
examining the thesis of A. N. Hennefer it has become clear that there is 
a distinction between how DN and DI practice digital activism. It is very 
clear that DN apprehend the internet as an extension of their person. 
They tend to use a more “passive” way of digital activism compared to 
DI who considers SMS and SNS as tools that can be employed when 
necessary or relevant. This makes DI more “active” when they perform 
digital activism.      
Chapter V How can we understand the different power relations between 
actors on the internet? And what is the internet's ability to liberate 
people?  
Objectives To present and discuss central aspects of the power relations and 
interplay between the actors online. We will discuss the pros and cons 
of the internet from the people’s perspective. 
Specific 
Questions 
Is power equally distributed amongst the different actors on the 
internet?  Why does digital activism spread so widely? Can the internet 
liberate people? How powerful is the internet? How do corporations and 
governments deal with digital activism? 
Method A discussion about the role of the internet using the theoretical work of 
Frances Fox Piven, Gabriel Tarde, Benedict Anderson and Maria Cernat. 
Bringing different examples into play from literature review.  
Conclusion The internet is a helpful tool for facilitating digital activism as well as 
fostering online communities and this is fruitful for a democratization 
Roskilde Universitet     Roskilde University                                                                 
Den samfundsvidenskabelige bacheloruddannelse The Bachelor Study Programme in Social Science 
 
 
11 
progress. But the distribution of power is not equal, corporations have 
the upper hand compared to social movements and that reflects in the 
deregulation of the internet where big corporations can manipulate the 
internet platform. Governments can regulate the internet, but that 
does not always have a positive outcome for the people. In order for 
the internet to liberate it must be for everyone, but that is not the 
case. Therefore we argue that the internet cannot liberate, only assist 
the people. 
 
Definition of keywords 
Activism: Acting to change or influence e.g. political, social, economic issues in a society. 
We will develop this understanding further in chapter IV. 
Digital activism: (Also known as cyberactivism, online activism, web-based activism or 
internet activism etc). As opposed to traditional activism, digital activism operates on the 
internet through digital devices. Digital activists incorporates social media (e.g. Facebook, 
Twitter and Youtube) in communication, organization and mobilization. The internet 
therefore provides new opportunities to be politically active, and creates an environment 
that is capable of working faster and easier compared to the more traditional activist 
environment. We have chosen to use the term digital activism as opposed to the other 
previously mentioned concepts because this includes the use of mobile phones, and other 
devices that allows online mobility when performing activism. 
Slacktivism: A creative wordplay including the negative connotations of digital activism, it 
requires little effort, and can be practiced by anyone with an internet connection. SMS and 
SNS play a big part by providing “like”, “share” and “follow” buttons (Doerer 2014: 1). This 
enables users to make quick decisions to support a cause or not, usually requiring little 
effort, hence the double-entendre of the words slacker and activism. Slacktivism does not 
acquire any extensive knowledge about the subject, and only serves the purpose of sharing 
personal opinions with others.  
Power: Power is an extensive keyword in this project, and can be understood and 
conceptualized in many ways. We look at Piven’s conception of power as an interdependent 
relation in society, where everyone needs one another, and therefore also has a certain 
influence over each other. Social movements have power to influence the political system if 
they organize themselves. However, we contest this notion as we also understand power as 
a product of wealth, social and political position and networking.  
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Digital immigrants/ natives: We understand Digital natives as; usually younger generations 
between 15-24 years old with a minimum of five years’ experience with the internet, and 
digital immigrants (DI) as; persons born before 1980 who have annexed technological devices 
later in life (Hennefer 2013: 7-8; Autry and Berge: 465). These terms are relevant for us 
because they help us to clarify how to categorize the users of the SNS, and give us an 
understanding of the inequality between the two of them. In chapter IV we will explain more 
detailed about these concepts, and look closer at the difference between the two of them.   
Digital literacy: A term to understand skills within the digital world. The extend of a person's 
digital literacy determines how well people navigate online, handle new technology, or 
understand the online universe. This can be assessed in operational skills such as knowledge 
about how to use of software as well as digital devices, or evaluation skills this include 
determining how valid a source of information is (Yoram 2004: 97-98). 
Internet: Or the World Wide Web. Even Though there will be a short background story of the 
ARPANET, we will use the term “internet” in its contemporary sense, meaning after the 
mainstreaming use of digital devices (1990s), (Hill 2013: 18-19).   
Social Movements: An organization of politically dedicated who want to influence or dictate 
the public agenda. We have been studying Tilly who wrote extensively on this subject. He 
introduces three elements that need to be present in an organization before it can be called 
a social movement; “Campaign, Repertoire and The WUNC display”. In our project, we will 
introduce his work and reflect on these elements in depth in chapter III. 
Liberation: According to the Oxford Thesaurus liberation means; “freeing, release, rescue, 
setting free; freedom, liberty; emancipation (...) equality, equal rights”. (Oxford 
Paperback n.d.) True liberation means a radical change in lifestyle from being unfree to 
free. What liberation must provide is a significant betterment of the living standard, and it 
must be for everyone in order to live up to the element of equality. To our mind it must be a 
regime change, a renaissance, a game changer. 
 
Delimitation of the project 
When writing about digital activism we found it necessary to establish certain limits to the 
project. In order for us to explain the dynamics of a social movement we have chosen to 
focus on understanding the OWS movement. We decided not go into the depth with the 
structure of the entire Occupy movement which contains several branches as mentioned 
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above. Exploring all facets in the background history of the internet and social media is 
beyond the scope of our paper. This would have no relevance for the subject we want to 
investigate which can be summarized as: How the internet is facilitating activism including 
the importance of SMS and SNS in this regard, and whether the internet can liberate the 
people or merely is a tool for liberation. We will give a brief introduction of both OWS and 
the internet to give an overall understanding of the context. We believe that the liability of 
basing evidence on one specific case is too great since it is not a reliable source. This is why 
we have chosen to draw examples from several online movements and events. Since the 
digital era is rather young we have limited evidence to base our argument on, but we have 
still chosen to operate with the internet as our field.  We will look into the differences 
between digital and more traditional forms of activism, exploring if there is a coalition 
between the two of them. In the project we differentiate between digital natives and digital 
immigrants. We investigate the various ways the two make use of SMS and SNS for political 
activism to try and explain how they differ from one another. Taking this into consideration 
we will define how social movements are dependent on SNS to spread political ideas and 
mobilizing members. Also we will consider the different stages of social movements in 
connection to OWS. This will help us to understand the failure/success of OWS, and if it was 
a direct result of the use of SNS. The timeframe of this project is mainly within a current 
perspective as it focuses on the era of the internet. Occasionally expands back as far as the 
1960’s as we also draw reference to social movements. Our primary focus will be on the 
Western World with emphasis on the United States, but we bring in a few examples from 
China and Iran. At an early stage of this project we considered doing a case study on the 
riots in Ferguson Missouri, but as we researched we could not find enough peer-reviewed 
literature. So we decided to apply Tilly’s theory on OWS, and instead of only one case study 
we opened our project to other examples as well. 
 
Chapter II: Methods of the project 
 
Literature Review 
Our approach to this project was from the beginning a curiosity towards the phenomenon of 
digital activism. In the search for literature we built up our theoretical framework and 
methods along the way. Since we have not collected empirical data directly from the 
subjects themselves, we chose to use processed data in the form of secondary sources. This 
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helps us to understand the internet, its users and the power structures behind it. A 
literature review can provide multiple angles which is useful for opening up a discussion, 
because of the different opinions existing in the field of digital activism. We are working 
with soft data such as documented knowledge in the form of differently opinionated 
scientific journal articles as well as certain relevant chapters of books. One book we found 
to be very helpful was “Digital Activism Decoded: The New Mechanics of Change” edited by 
Mary Joyce (2010). This book presents an optimistic view on digital activism, but it also 
acknowledges the shortcomings. The book explains, in depth, the environment and the 
practices as well as the results of digital activism. Another book we found interesting was 
written by activist and journalist Symon Hill who has a very personal approach to digital 
activism. His book “Digital Revolutions: Activism in the Internet Age” from 2013 is more 
recent, and includes an important insight into the structure of social movements like OWS. 
Though biased at times, due to his personal status as an activist, Hill manages to clarify the 
importance of the internet when carrying out activism in contemporary society. A more 
objective source we found describing OWS was Craig Calhoun. His article; Occupy Wall 
Street in perspective from 2013, provided a good overview of the movement, and was used 
to portray OWS as an example of a social movement which uses digital devices and platforms 
to exercise activism on. 
Because the phenomenon of mainstream digital activism has only existed for a limited 
period, it is hard to find processed, hard data on the phenomenon (Joyce 2010: 8-9). 
However we did adopt hard data as we managed to find two quantitative studies. One by 
Conover et al. “The Digital Evolution of Occupy Wall Street” (2013). This is an analysis of 
Twitter as a resource for mobilization and collective framing. The second study by Ashley 
Noel Hennefer: “Cyberactivism: A generational comparison of digital activism” from 2010, 
is a comparative analysis explaining the difference between digital natives and immigrants. 
Apart from these studies we are using soft data, and therefore our methodology is primarily 
qualitative as we seek to investigate and understand rather than describe and generalize. 
(Harboe 2013: 48-49) The qualitative soft data will appear in numerous scientific articles of 
different opinions.  
Methodology 
This project seeks to analyze the impact of SMS and SNS on activism, and tries to identify if 
the internet can be seen as a liberating force, or only as a tool for the purpose. We will use 
the case of Occupy Wall Street as an example, because it helps us understand the social 
phenomena within digital activism. However we have decided not to do a traditional case 
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study on OWS, but mostly use it as a main reference. We chose this since we also wish to 
bring other examples into play such as the Ferguson riots, Malaysian web news site 
Malaysiakini, the internet-based hacker group Anonymous and WikiLeaks who leaked secret 
government documents. One could argue that case studies are a form of history telling in 
which we can explore the different facets of social movements such as understanding human 
behavior (Joyce 2010: 8). This is relevant because our epistemological viewpoint has an 
interpretivistic bias. In the attempt to understand the digital activists we question their 
motivation by asking; who is performing which kind of digital activism, and why? We have 
chosen differently opinionated journal articles to open up discussions about the role of the 
internet in activism, and to help us answer our research question. Our ontological viewpoint 
is constructivist as we believe that people understand the world in and through social 
interaction and constant reconsideration. (Bryman 2012: 33) Moreover we regard humans to 
be reflective, social actors that create social phenomena for example digital activism. This 
is the reason why we are looking into the concept of power using Piven, in this instance, to 
describe power relations from the bottom up. We also use this viewpoint when describing 
the influence of social movements as well as the role of the online citizen.  
This field was new to us from the beginning, and this is why we chose to work with 
explorative methods that produce qualitative data since they are more prone to develop 
along the way, and be open to changes (Harboe 2013: 50). We found that in a multi-faceted 
discussion on whether the internet is a liberating factor, or a tool for liberation that factual 
quantitative data would not be sufficient. We chose to collect documented knowledge which 
leaves us room for interpretation. In the project we are using an iterative research strategy 
(Bryman 2012: 26) by collecting data throughout the entire process, and moving from theory 
to data and back again. This method of going back and forth will enable discussions along 
the way and help us make a conclusion in the end. We also got a little bit creative and tried 
exploring the inductive research strategy, (Bryman 2012: 26) by suggesting an extra 
dimension to Tilly’s theory of WUNC display. However this it merely a recommendation, we 
did not fulfill a deeply developed new theory. 
Theory 
The presentation of empirical material starts with a descriptive chapter where we will focus 
on outlining the theory of social movements, give an introduction to the concept of digital 
activism, and shortly explain the history of the internet. Then we will move on to an 
analyzing chapter in which we go more into depth with the impact of the internet on 
activism, and the different approaches to SMS and SNS that DN and DI have. After analyzing 
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the empirical material collected, we include a discussion part to the project where we 
reflect upon the role of the internet and its actors. Lastly our project makes a conclusion in 
which the dots will be connected, and a reflection is made upon how we have managed to 
answer the research question. 
In the project we mainly work with middle range theories as they “operate within a limited 
domain” (Bryman 2012: 22) We discuss the different viewpoints, and compare these in a 
critical analysis by using the theoretical tools provided by Charles Tilly, Craig Calhoun, 
Frances Fox Piven, Gabriel Tarde, Benedict Anderson and Maria Cernat. Because we have 
mostly looked at activism from a social movement’s perspective we have chosen Tilly as one 
of our main theorists. The argument for doing so is that we regard activism to be most 
effective when practiced in larger numbers. We found that Tilly’s theory on social 
movements was relevant for understanding the mechanisms of the organizations. Our 
project will apply his WUNC display in Chapter III where we will use it to understand the 
movement and the way it operates. Furthermore we want to add an extra dimension to 
Tilly’s theory on repertoire of social movements in the analysis. As it stands now, the theory 
is not complete since it does not include the digital dimension which is the one we are 
interested in exploring. We use Calhoun to support the argument of adding a digital 
dimension to Tilly´s social movement theory. 
In chapter V we work with Interdependent Power-theory on social movements by Frances 
Fox Piven. This is a theory developed from the viewpoint that society is a network of 
interdependence. This theory can help explain why social movements have managed to gain 
influence even though they, in the traditionally understanding of power, should have none. 
This offers a good alternative to the often used doxa that power always comes from the top 
down, but this theory also lacks an element, that of the inequality of power when it comes 
to having money or not. Later in chapter V we will look at Maria Cernat’s notion of 
feudalization of the internet. She presents a more pessimistic viewpoint towards the 
internet, and verbalize concerns about the loss of online liberty as well as she looks at 
regulation versus deregulation of the internet. She argues that huge corporate companies 
own the internet domain where main part of the internet users circulate. We will also briefly 
take a look at Gabriel Tarde’s theory of spiritual collectivity and Benedict Anderson’s theory 
of imagined community which help us to understand why people dedicate to social 
movements and help them grow. 
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Chapter III: Social movements and digital activism 
 
This chapter serves the purpose of describing the phenomena of digital activism. In order to 
discern the whole picture it is necessary to examine the different components separately. 
First we will define what activism is for later reference. Following this, a brief introduction 
to the internet before we leap into the theoretical work of Tilly on social movements. Here 
we make OWS an example of how a social movement functions. 
What is activism? 
To begin this paper properly we deem it necessary to start with a definition of what activism 
is. This we do in order to understand the importance of this concept in a digital context. Hill 
has a very interesting quote saying; “activism is as diverse as the people who take part in 
it” (Hill 2013: 15). This implies that there exist a variety of possibilities for a person to 
perform activism. No single human is alike, so what we can expect is that no activist will act 
the same. This diversity is exactly what is interesting when opening the activism field up to 
include the digital world. So what is activism? There exist several subcategories e.g. 
transnational, social, and environmental. What they all have in common is some sort of a 
political agenda that even a cultural and religious activist must acknowledge falling under. 
Activism is simply that, a dream of changing an already established agenda. Martin Luther 
King stated that he had a dream that one day his children would live in a society where they 
would not be judged by their race, but on their achievements as human beings (King 1963). 
King was a social activist and the charismatic front figure of a civil rights movement, fighting 
for the right of all citizens in America, and like him many activists aspire to change 
something within the world they live in. Even though the name Martin Luther King is well 
known, he was not alone in the fight against racial segregation. As a figurehead of civil 
rights he managed to mobilize people, and arranged several peaceful demonstrations where 
he talked about equality (Delahunty & Dignen 2010). This is a good example of activism 
because here we have one person, unsatisfied with the existing established agenda, standing 
up to contest the race segregating system. Many credit King for gathering people around the 
cause, and creating an entire social movement with a legacy that many of us remember to 
this day (Delahunty & Dignen, 2010). 
Introducing the internet 
ARPANET was invented in 1969, and is the predecessor to the internet as we know it today. 
Originally it was developed by the Department of Defence´s Advanced Research Projects 
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Agency for scientist to avoid the unsatisfactory speed the computers of the age possessed, 
but as soon as its potential was identified it was used more as a tool for communication 
(Scholz 2010: 18-19; Hill 2013: 18). The internet became publicly known in 1970, but it was 
not until the 1990s that ARPANET began opening up to the public (Scholz 2010: 18). The 
development of this early version of the internet lead to the creation of Web 2.0, and later 
the World Wide Web which contained more possibilities than the ARPANET. When the last 
restrictions were removed in 1995 the internet became a publicly known phenomenon (Hill 
2013: 18). Soon after this expansion big companies began to see the potential of the 
internet, and started commercializing it during the early 2000s (Scholz 2010: 20). The new 
prospects of a potential online revolution spawned mixed reactions amongst journalists and 
reporters. In the beginning the mainstream media mostly saw the internet as a challenger of 
factual information, but it also posed a new danger to their previous news monopoly (Hill 
2013: 19). Now the internet is available through many forms of digital devices. News and 
information flows freely amongst the online users, and especially mobile phones with the 
abilities to operate online have made a big difference in how we perceive information 
nowadays. Also the access to the internet has spread considerably since its invention. This 
allows for an even greater amount of people to be online and share news, thoughts and 
ideas. This, in essence, creates a valuable platform for activists who are now able to 
communicate and mobilize in greater numbers, and connect with higher speed than was 
possible before. We see that digital tools such as SMS and SNS are therefore now being 
adopted by social movements in their political work. In the early 1990s activists began using 
the internet for the first time e.g. the left wing movement Zapatista posted their manifesto 
online (Hill 2013: 20-21). A whole new set of tool were now available for social movements 
because of the internet. In the following sections we will open up this tool box, and examine 
the clout of the internet in contemporary activism.   
Social movement theory 
If we want to understand how and why OWS became such a popular opponent to the 
financial banking sector in the USA we will need to look at how social movements act in 
general. For this we can use Tilly´s theory about the workings of social movements. In his 
work he identifies three elements that make up a social movement; Campaign, Repertoire 
and the WUNC display (2005). Campaign, he describes as the “claims” of the people, claims 
to be recognized and listened to (Tilly 2005: 308). We can also understand campaign as the 
cause or injustice which people agree upon influencing/ changing. This is the crucial part in 
organizing a counter argument to the already existing agenda. Repertoire refers to the 
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“political actions” that social movements can exercise when they want to implement their 
program e.g. demonstrations/ protests, petitions and other propaganda in various forms 
(Ibid: 308). This element is particular in our interest since we will look at how social media 
can also be a part of the repertoire of social movements. The WUNC display consists of four 
elements the Worthiness, Unity, Numbers and Commitment of the social movement (Ibid: 
308-309). Worthiness can be seen as the appearance, or the collective framing that affects 
the perception of the group. We could also describe it as the image of an organization, or 
the outward presentation of their ideas and ideals manifested physically so the group can 
easily be identified e.g. OWS slogan “We are the 99%”. This is a short phrase that clearly 
shows what the movement stands for, and project their cause to the public. It is necessary 
for the social movement to establish its worthiness since it gives legitimacy as well as a 
projecting a certain image. Tilly gives the example of mothers with children or the wearing 
of sober and neat clothing (Ibid: 309). It could also be worthiness of the cause e.g. fighting 
against breast cancer. Unity, of course, refers to the uniformity of the social movement 
(Ibid: 309). Here the importance of establishing a common ground for the participants is 
emphasized in order to create an “us versus them” mindset. This mentality has been 
misused throughout history, but it is also considerably advantageous to have when you want 
to engage people in a cause. Numbers simply means; the total sum equals the extent of 
influence. Tilly presents some examples; headcounts, signatures on petitions and even just 
the sheer number of participants during a demonstration (Ibid: 309). Last we examine the 
Commitment of the social movement. A definition of this could be to determine how far one 
is willing to go for the cause. This is measured for example as the readiness to go on the 
streets despite bad weather conditions, or more extreme, risking arrestment, incarceration 
or death (Ibid: 309). We are especially interested in how the commitment has changed since 
the invention of the internet which, as established earlier, has changed the way social 
movements operate in the 21st century, but we will go into depth with that in chapter IV. 
According to Tilly all of these elements are what makes up a social movement, 
metaphorically you could say that it is the spring from which all activism flows.  
 
Occupy Wall Street 
Now having introduced the mechanisms of social movements, we move on to examine a 
selected example which can help us to implement this theory, and understand how digital 
activism is put into practice. OWS is a good example of an organization that contains all 
three elements of Tilly´s theory about social movements. Let’s start by looking at the 
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campaigning done to establish the claims of the movement. In 2008 the Western world 
experienced an economic crash that lead to severe consequences for the poorest citizens of 
Europe and North America (Hill 2013: 12). The banks were “bailed out” by governments, and 
public funds were used to pay for the mistakes made by the financial elite (Calhoun 2013: 
27). At first this generated little outrage, but soon after the crisis had spread to Europe (in 
2010) we began to see a counter reaction where people started to organize themselves into 
movements opposing governmental corruption and economic elitism (Ibid: 27). One might be 
curious as to why it took two years for people to start mobilizing, and if it would have had a 
bigger effect if the opposing movements had started protesting directly after the initial 
crisis began. One answer to these questions, we would argue, is to be found in how the 
American people were stunned by the consequences of the crisis. Many lost their homes, and 
later their jobs to an ever growing ripple effect sweeping through the country (Ibid: 27). 
Acknowledging the financial crisis to be a trigger of the civil unrest experienced after the 
crash is important, Hill argues, because we cannot understand digital activism without 
looking at the economic aspect as well as the technological revolution (2013: 12). OWS´s 
claims emanated from this gap in society where the economic and social inequalities 
became obvious. The second step in Tilly´s theory is the repertoire of social movements. 
This model, we acknowledge, is not sufficient in that it lacks the digital element. We think 
that the role of the internet is so significant that Tilly’s theory deserves to be developed to 
include a digital dimension. The use of SMS and SNS in social movements is becoming more 
widely spread. So we would suggest a D for Digitalism, and a renaming Tilly´s WUNC display 
to DWUNC display. However to overcome this obstacle we will use his theory as an umbrella 
concept, and mould it so it can be extended to include digital phenomena such as SMS and 
SMS. If we allow ourselves to do this, OWS becomes a perfect example of the digital 
repertoire where SMS and SNS are used to a great extent. In her thesis “The Digital 
Evolution of Occupy Wall Street” (2013) Ashley Noel Hennefer investigates the use of 
Twitter to organize and report demonstrations. Data gathered on all Occupy related Tweets 
in the period September 2011 and September 2012 were used to create a diagram (figure 1: 
3), showing the relationship between Tweets posted online, and the events unfolding in the 
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real world. 
 
Figure 1. Total number of tweets related to Occupy Wall Street between September 
2011 and September 2012.iv 
 
Figure 1 clearly demonstrates how Tilly’s theory on how social movements utilize their 
repertoire in order to gain success rings true, as we see an increase in Tweets during each 
event, and the leading up to it (Conover et al. 2013: 3). What we learn from this is that the 
coalition between Occupiers were to some extent depending on the SNS Twitter as a part of 
their repertoire, and this proves that the internet indeed can be a tool for liberation. 
Certainly their popularity went hand in hand with the increasing use of Twitter. Lastly we 
examine how OWS fits in with the WUNC display. The movement gains worthiness in a 
couple of ways, one example is the fight for equality. We have already established that OWS 
works for the people by the people, and this gives them mandate when they claim to 
represent the majority of the people (Calhoun 2013: 29). OWS creates unity with their 
slogan “We are the 99%” they appeal to the us versus them instinct, and creates a common 
understanding that being against the movement equals being one of the 1%. The numbers of 
the organization were demonstrated during the occupation of Zuccotti Park that were 
believed to be the most comprehensive demonstration (Calhoun 2013: 30). But if we also 
count the numbers of online activists participating and supporting from all around the world 
the picture forming is one of massive and diverse nature. During the clearing of Zuccotti 
Park we saw the commitment of the occupiers who experienced a rather harsh reaction from 
the police where many were hassled and arrested (Hill 2013: 89). Another way of showing 
commitment is the fact that a few hundred engaged occupiers camped on the streets. Were 
we to incorporate our own interpretation of the DWUNC display, we would see that OWS 
used Digitalism throughout its lifespan. In the next section we will look more into the actual 
events unfolding during OWS, and look closer how the movement incorporated digitalism in 
their activism. 
 
Roskilde Universitet     Roskilde University                                                                 
Den samfundsvidenskabelige bacheloruddannelse The Bachelor Study Programme in Social Science 
 
 
22 
The lifespan of OWS 
According to sociologists (Blumer, Mauss and Tilly) who specialize in social movement 
theory, there is always a beginning and an end to such organizations. Understanding the 
stages is important if we want to gain a better understanding of how OWS became so 
popular. Since we often refer to activism from a social movement perspective we can use 
this information to analyze and discuss the phenomenon of digital activism. If we take a look 
at figure 2 we can begin to identify the different stages OWS has gone 
through.
Figure 2: (Stages of Social Movements n.d.) 
 
First off we have the emergence of the OWS movement on July 13th 2011 when the 
Canadian organization Adbusters proposed an occupation of Wall Street in New York (Hill 
2013: 87; Ladhani, 2011). They wrote the following on their online blog: 
 
“On September 17, we want to see 20,000 people flood into lower Manhattan, set up 
tents, kitchens, peaceful barricades and occupy Wall Street for a few months. Once 
there, we shall incessantly repeat one simple demand in a plurality of voices”. 
(Adbusters 2011)  
 
This was the start of what was to become known later as the Occupy Wall street movement. 
In her blogpost, freelance writer Noorin Ladhani describes how Reuters and SocialFlowv 
worked together on identifying how the hashtag was involved in promoting this event. She 
writes, that between posting the message on the 13th of July and the 5th of August 
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#occupywallstreet was not used that much on the SNS Twitter (Ladhani 2011). But leading up 
to the event, and especially the day before on September 16th, there was a soaring in the 
usage of the hashtag (Ladhani 2011). Likeminded people began to catch interest for the 
movement, and coalescence started happening. The word coalesce in the social movement 
context is to be understood as mobilizing of the masses. One could say that people with 
common goals gather around a cause. Initially the movement only managed to gather around 
1000 protesters (not the 20.000 Adbusters campaigned for) during the occupation of Wall 
Street on September 17th, here it was estimated that between 100 to 200 people spent the 
night (Hill 2013: 88). The commitment of the few dedicated protesters was going to prove 
the survival of the movement: Hill explains that the increasing arrests of occupiers, and 
especially one episode where a police officer was filmed pepper-spraying an already 
immobilized protester (Peaceful female protestors 2011), paved the way for more media 
coverage (Hill 2013: 88; Calhoun 2013: 32). This created a public reaction to the events 
unfolding in Zuccotti Park, and the backlash was a growing empathy with the movement. 
Bureaucratization of OWS started happening in tact with the growing public interest, and 
later expansion of the movement e.g. Occupy London, Denmark etc. According to figure 2 
bureaucratizing can lead to several outcomes; success, failure, corporation, repression and 
mainstreaming. It can be argued that most social movements experience more than one of 
the outcomes, even the opposing success and failure, we will explain how this can be. The 
initial goal of OWS that Adbusters demanded on their blog was “DEMOCRACY NOT 
CORPORATOCRACY” (Adbusters 2011). Here they called on the American president Barack 
Obama to interfere, and regulate the representatives in congress whom they believed to be 
corrupted because of large money donations made by companies not sharing the interests of 
the people (Calhoun 2013: 27-28; Glaisyer 2010: 93). OWS failed in this goal since there has 
been no change in the American donation system, but we will still argue that they 
succeeded in creating a public interest for the topic. The accomplishments of OWS was, first 
and foremost, a public debate about inequality, and posing suppressed questions about the 
efficiency of democratic institutions (Calhoun 2013: 37-38). Calhoun mentions the lack of a 
formal or organizational structure in the movement, and concludes that this could have 
been the reason why the movement went into decline, he refers to OWS as “more moment 
than movement” (2013: 36). Indeed if we are to believe the work of Blumer, Mauss and Tilly 
from which figure 2; Stages of social movements were derived, every such organization must 
at one point come to an end. This is not to say that the ideas of OWS has disappeared, but 
they have transformed, divided and been updated so the ideals live on in other movements. 
In the beginning of this section we mention how Adbusters’ blog was the initiator of the 
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whole process of mobilizing people. We cannot say SMS and SNS were the only deciding 
factor for the emergence of the movement, but the internet were a crucial component in 
the initial formation, and during the lifespan of OWS. 
 
Chapter IV: The influence of the internet 
 
In this chapter we will go more into depth with social movement theory, and look at 
concepts such as digital immigrants and digital natives. This we do, because it is important 
to understand the different aspects of digital activism in order to determine what influence 
the internet has. Furthermore we want to examine the factors that creates a digital divide. 
Establishing those will help us to make a preliminary conclusion on the future of activism. A 
critical analysis of ICT, together with the previous mentioned focus points in this chapter, 
will help us to answer the first part of our research question: How do SMS and SNS assist 
social movements when performing activism?       
Why do people use SMS and SNS? 
When we study the use of SMS and SNS we often come across the word communication. 
Communicating with other people is a basic human desire. Whether it is a dangerous 
prisoner in solitary, or the high school student captured in an especially boring lesson, they 
both find ways to interact with others. E.g. the prisoner will talk to the guard, and the 
student will send a text message to a friend under the table. The internet, as established 
earlier, has opened up new ways of communication between people, and has created a new 
public sphere in which one can socialize. The down side to all this new technology might be 
hard to recognize when the upsides are so profoundly evident. But we need to acknowledge 
that with the internet’s creation there has also emerged new complications. While we see 
the internet as a tool to connect people it can just as well be argued that it separates us at 
the same time. Kristen Doerervi writes very critically about how the use of SNS, such as 
Facebook and Twitter, can promote superficial relationships. It is difficult to engage 
properly in a relationship when you might not know the person with whom you are Facebook 
friends (Doerer 2014: 2). Are SMS and SNS then a force of “good” or “evil”? We must admit 
to have a certain bias when studying the subject since from our experience it is a most 
helpful tool. Even this project is written using SNS. The document in which we write is on 
Google drive (a file sharing service that enables collaborative editing), and our group shares 
thoughts and ideas on Facebook. Without these helping tools project work becomes much 
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more complicated. If we had to meet up and discuss every single detail, or use the 
telephone the cost in both time and money would be that much bigger. Maybe our 
generation is simply spoiled, also in the academic sense. Certainly one of our professors 
noticed the difference between schooling nowadays, and when she attended university. She 
basically told us off for being lazy when we go to the online library portal instead of the 
“real” library, as she put it, to look up journals, find books and gather other material for our 
projects. We would agree with her to an extent, our generation has become more 
pampered. Slacking in this regard possess the potential danger of being lazy in other areas of 
our education. The same can be argued in the context of digital activism, and especially 
when discussing the concept of slacktivism. If we do not really care about the cause enough 
to do the work necessary we will fail in our attempt to change the agenda, do activism and 
educate ourselves etc. So people use SNS and SMS for different reasons be it good or bad. 
We would argue that there is no good or bad, things just are, it is the way we adopt these 
tools in our daily lives that defines their influence. 
 
Traditional vs. Digital activism 
We have already looked into the concept of activism in chapter III. Now we ask if there is a 
difference between traditional activism compared to digital activism. This question we will 
try to answer in the following paragraph. What we understand by “traditional activism” is 
the repertoire of social movements before the popular use of digital ICT and internet web 
sites (SMS/SNS). When we hear the word “activism” it is often associated with some form of 
active participation with the interest of changing or influencing a certain political issues. 
E.g. protesting on the streets against abortion, or executing a mass meeting to talk about 
legalizing abortions. Both of these examples require the attendance of people ready to stand 
up, and act in the name of their beliefs. We think of activism, as a physical action carried 
out by one or more actor/s in the name of morality guided by more or less factual evidence. 
The online version of Oxford Dictionaries describes activism; “The policy or action of using 
vigorous campaigning to bring about political or social change” (Oxford dictionaries n.d.). 
The keyword here being “vigorous”, we must acknowledge that the internet have changed 
the definition of activism to some extent. In the digital sphere it is no longer required of a 
person to be “vigorous” in their activism (Doerer 2014: 1). This we conclude due to the 
concept of “slacktivism” where you can perform some sort of activism, but without being 
active. Though it is important to state here that not all digital activism can be categorized 
as slacktivism. So what is slacktivism? What we understand by this concept is non vigorous 
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actions with a political agenda e.g. clicking the “like”, “follow” and “share” button. Others 
may also refer to this as “Clicktivism” hence the digital dimension of a mouse-click, but we 
chose to work with slacktivism because of the negative connotations within the word slack. 
Doerer emphasizes how slacktivism can be degrading activism to a simple click on a mouse. 
She feels that younger generations have fallen into the trap of appearing to do something of 
political importance, when their actions in reality do not change anything (Doerer, 2014: 1). 
Doerer goes on to argue that SMS and SNS is not per definition a bad thing, the impact of 
“liking”, “sharing” and “following” could lead to an increased awareness of a topic that 
otherwise could have been overlooked (2014: 2). What we learn from this article is that 
there is a distinct difference between activism and slacktivism in that one is passive, and 
the other requires some sort of active involvement. So digital activism contains both the 
passive slacktivism aspect, but it also presents new opportunities to be actively involved in 
political issues. There might be a segment, that before the internet opened up for digital 
activism, would have stayed home and been silent supporters, but now they get a chance to 
voice their opinion behind the screen. Here we also refer to SMS and SNS used as tools when 
performing activism. E.g. writing a blog, creating a Twitter, Facebook or Youtube profile 
and uploading original material. These are all examples of active digital activism that 
requires commitment and action to attain. So what we argue to be the difference between 
traditional and digital activism, is the repertoire available for the activist. The internet 
provides a new platform on which to exercise activism, although in some instances it can 
give rise to the phenomenon of slacktivism that can be seen as opposing the values of 
activism. Therefore we differentiate more between acting and being active as opposed to 
passiveness and being passive. 
 
The internet's influence on activism 
In the previous section we identified the internet both as a useful tool for activists, but also 
as a potential danger to activism. We will now go on to study what the impact of online 
access means for activism. A specific example is given by Hill, where he discusses the events 
unfolding at a G20 demonstration on the 1st of April 2009 in front of the Bank of England. 
Here protesters were harassed by police. Activist Ian Tomlinson died that day as a result of 
police brutality, and the next day Nicola Fisher was beaten by a police officer. Both of the 
events were filmed by demonstrators on mobile phones and uploaded on Youtube (Hill 2013: 
32). This is a classic example of how the internet has changed the terms of activism. In the 
media, it seems from our point of view, as though activists have been made out to be 
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“villains” by the police and media who often accuse protesters of being the instigators of 
violence. But in later years we have seen an increasing tendency for people to film such 
episodes, and use SMS and SNS to share with other people the events on the streets seen 
through the activists’ eyes (Hill 2013: 32). This new opportunity for protesters to 
nonviolently fight back against police brutality by documenting the events is a big 
breakthrough, and goes to show the influence that the internet has on contemporary 
activism. Viewing the internet only as a positive force only would be incorrect. Though, as 
we have discovered, online availability is very helpful for social movements. The possibilities 
that the internet provides are endless, and therefore we cannot exclude the risk that it can 
be misused. Steven Murdoch refers to this misuse as “destructive digital activism”, and he 
categorizes it; “blocking access; destroying and defacing virtual property; organizing 
malicious activity; misusing information; and attacking critical infrastructure” (Murdoch 
2010: 138). Here the influence of the internet takes a more sinister turn, and appears more 
like a weapon than a tool. Murdoch concludes that this destructive behavior will increase in 
the future due to criminal innovation, and lacking of police intervention because of 
insufficient legislation on online crime (Murdoch 2010: 148). We find it more difficult to say 
that destructive digital activism will become the “new thing”. In the introduction we 
mentioned the invention of printing technology which paved the way for the Reformation 
(Hill 2013: 17). Hill argues that “when communication changes, other changes become more 
likely” (Hill 2013: 17). This also includes the invention of the internet that can be seen as 
paving the way for a new digital revolution. Although the internet is a revolutionary tool in 
communication, it can still be used as a counter measurement to oppress activism 
(Columbus 2010: 177). This is because both sides have access to the same “weapons” or 
tools. The only obstacle is knowledge about how to use these tools, what we also refer to as 
digital literacy, in order to mold technology into working for the cause as opposed to 
working against the cause. This is why we in the next section will look at the concepts of 
digital immigrants and natives.     
 
Digital immigrants and digital natives 
Since the internet is a fairly new invention not everyone has adopted technology yet. We 
can argue that the internet is not a platform for everybody due to different reasons e.g. 
economic, availability or technological plasticity. There exists several methods of 
performing activism, and many of them do not require internet access. Therefore we focus 
on the ways in which activism is conducted in the digital sphere. Here we differentiate 
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between the digital natives (DI) and digital immigrants (DI). Autry and Berge states: “We 
have moved to an age where the people’s diversity is compounded by their generational 
differences” (2011: 461). The emphasis on milieu (e.g. economic, political, social and 
cultural environments), they argue, changes how well we adapt to change, and what 
thoughts we apply in a certain situation. Two reasons are presented to explain the 
difficulties of being introduced to the digital world instead of being brought up with it. In 
the infancy of the internet digital devices were not affordable for everyone, so the financial 
factor is something we need to consider. Basic digital literacy is the second reason. Knowing 
how to maneuver online and manipulate apps is essential when working with the internet 
(Autry and Berge 2011: 461-462). We would introduce a third reason; habits. With every new 
invention there will always be an introduction period where people have to adapt to the new 
circumstances. It is a common way for elder generations to think about gathering 
information and researching as something that is done in the library. The idea of when 
reading a book one has to browse through a hardback copy, and writing notes with pen and 
paper is a common view amongst DI. But in many ways these ideas of “the old school” is 
being replaced by the ever growing possibilities of the internet. Reliance on the internet 
intensified during the last decade, and for many people it has become the primary source of 
information (Autry and Berge 2011: 461). Shaking of old habits and embracing the new 
technology is not an easy task. In the next section we will explore the difference between DI 
and DN, and how they process information. 
 
The differences between DI and DN 
In the previous section it was established that DI and DN were identified on the basis of their 
age, what Hennefer referred to as generational differences (2013). Now we need examine 
why DI and DN appear to process the same information differently, and when doing so we 
must keep the “active” and “passive” forms of digital activism in the back of our mind. 
When establishing why DN seem to process new information quicker, practice is a key word 
in understanding these brain mechanisms. Autry & Berge gives the example of an Athlete or 
musician that is constantly practicing their craft through constant repetition (2011: 462). 
This creates patterns in the brain which makes it easier for DN to react more flexible to the 
task put in front of them. Being surrounded by technology, and using digital instruments 
daily therefore increases the probability of versatility in the brain neurons (Autry & Berge 
2011: 462). So are we to understand that DI is simply less intelligent than DN if they are 
lacking the brainpower to apprehend technology? This is definitely not the case. DI process 
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information in the same way as DN, but because of their upbringing which contained a more 
“linear” way of learning, and at a slower pace, the way information is stored in the brain 
creates different results (Ibid: 462). On the other hand we have the DN who are, as 
established earlier, used to a more dynamic learning environment in which constant change 
and challenges is pivotal in their learning process as they otherwise become bored quicker 
(Ibid: 463). There are both pros and cons to this behavior. Being adaptable is certainly a 
good characteristic found in DN, but the need for constant validation in their work could 
indicate a lack of independence (Ibid: 465). These differences express themselves in the way 
DI and DN makes use of new technology and how they understand activism. The DI are likely 
to use digital devices as supporting tools when practicing activism, compared to DN who will 
be prone to use only them as their means of activist participation (Hennefer 2014: i). So as 
mentioned in the section above, the difference between DI and DN is a question of which 
age group one falls under. We would argue on the basis of the information provided by Autry 
and Berge that digital literacy is not exclusively a generational problem, but rather a 
question of how much practice is put into learning about technology. 
 
Theories of social movements and digital activism 
Having examined most broadly the implications of technology we now take a closer look at 
digital ICT (Information and Communication Technology) such as computers and cellphones 
(Diamond 2010: 70). We will try and identify how these tools are adopted by social 
movements to perform digital activism, and more specific look at the SNS application 
Twitter which can be set up on ICT. Twitter is a microblogging SNS that can interlink people 
 (or “followers”) online world wide within seconds by short messages (or “tweets”) with a 
max content of 140 characters (Hwang 2010:128). Twitter has proven to be most adequate 
for organizing activism by the smooth and almost effortless spreading of information. If we 
want to examine how digital activism can influence traditional activism we must first 
identify the theories developed in the field. Mary Joyce distinguishes between two strategies 
when we want to understand the mechanisms of digital activism. The first revolves around 
traditional activism theory which is applied onto digital activism. This states that technology 
has provided a new platform for activists to work from, and that the internet has profoundly 
changed the way activism takes place (Joyce 2010: 9). The second strategy focuses on the 
digital environment, and explains the workings of online political activism. Here it is 
believed that technology is a game changer in how we perceive the world, and therefore we 
act differently, not only when practicing activism, but also when socializing, communicating 
Roskilde Universitet     Roskilde University                                                                 
Den samfundsvidenskabelige bacheloruddannelse The Bachelor Study Programme in Social Science 
 
 
30 
etc. (Joyce 2010: 9; Tatchell 2013: 10). Both strategies offers an approach to the 
phenomenon of digital activism, and we have chosen to look a Tilly´s “Repertoire of 
Contention” (2005) which falls under the category of the first strategy. What we understand 
by this theory is that the repertoire can be seen as the reserve of tools available for social 
movements (e.g. demonstrations, petitions and mass meetings) which can vary from place to 
place, time to time and even actor to actor. This makes it very flexible in that it allows us 
to apply it onto digital activism and the strategies employed. So we look at SMS and SNS as a 
part of the repertoire that social movements can adopt when exercising activism online. 
Indeed many activists like to refer to networks instead of organizations (Calhoun 2013: 36). 
We would have liked to hear Tilly´s opinion on digital activism. But since the mainstreaming 
of SNS and SMS entered the activist scene after the passing of Tilly this is not possible and 
we must conclude that this theory as it stands, however flexible, do not include the digital 
dimension. Still we think is relevant to use the repertoire theory when looking at the tactics 
utilized by social movements when exercising digital activism. 
 
Issues with ICT 
When social movements make use of ICT as tools for political activism it can help them 
promote their cause, but it also poses several problems. In this section we will look closer at 
the issues facing digital activism when adopting new technological devices. The Hype Cycle 
is a tool invented in 1995 by Gartner (a technological advisory firm in America), and it helps 
us identifying and examining popular trends in the digital sphere (Schultz and Jungherr 2010: 
34). In this chapter of the book Schultz and Jungherr explores how important it is to be up 
to date on the technological front. The Hype Cycle contains five stages: 1. Technology 
Trigger; The introduction of the new technological device on the market, 2. Peak of Inflated 
Expectations; the reassessment of the technology by the users, 3. Trough of Disillusionment; 
the reaction to the products shortcomings, 4. Slope of Enlightenment; learning to work the 
device and explore possibilities based on experience, 5. Plateau of Productivity; the final 
stage where a conclusion has been made regarding the new technological device (Schultz 
and Jungherr 2010: 35). It is important for the social movement to recognize the state in 
which a technological device exists before adopting it into their organization. The 
consequence of not doing so could result in the potential commitment to a service that is 
not going to last very long, or is not effective for the organization’s needs (Schultz and 
Jungherr 2010: 36). Tatchell writes that it is important for the campaigner to use the latest 
technological platforms because of the effectiveness it adds to activism (2013: 8-9). But he 
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fails to recognize the risk activists face when using SMS and SNS which can be severe since 
they depend on the specific service to campaign, organize and communicate. Schultz and 
Jungherr identifies three main risks; loss of and interference with data, changing of process 
and developing trends (2010: 42-43). They consider the pros and cons with 3rd party SNS 
that has the potential to misuse data stored on their web sites. This together with losing 
access and content represents the biggest threat, we would argue, for the social movement 
that is dependent upon SMS and SNS. Schultz and Jungherr concludes that even though there 
exists great risks in doing digital activism, the potentially benefits exceeds the dangers by 
far (2010: 44-45). We agree to some extend with Tatchell that social media is an effective 
tool for the activist, but we also see the down side described by Schultz and Jungher. When 
a social movement decides to make use of a new technological device or social platform 
they must understand their audience before adopting it into their organization. Also it is 
important for the activist to be aware of the potential threats that can compromise his/her 
political work. Usually the most beneficial tools for a social movement are the ones that 
have been on the market for some time (Nielsen 2010: 190). Because they have already been 
through all the stages of The Hype Cycle they are available to more people.    
 
The digital divide 
We have mentioned before that the internet is not for everybody. In this section we will 
discuss the different reasons for why this is. Understanding why people approach digital 
devices and platforms differently, will ultimately help us to answer how the internet can 
support activism. According to Brodock there exists three divisions in digital activism; the 
digital literacy of the user, a person's socioeconomic status and the environmental or 
cultural aspect (2010: 71).  
 
Environmental and cultural aspect 
We will start by looking at the environment of digital activism, and why this plays a part in 
the digital divide. Then we move on to discuss how culture can affect how one uses the 
internet. In the survey study made by Hennefer, she identifies two strategies of digital 
activism; the “passive” and the “active”. The definition of passive activism is “low-risk, 
low-cost activity” like “retweeting” or “liking” (what we earlier referred to as slacktivism), 
and active activism we understand as a “confrontational action” e.g. posting original 
content online (Hennefer 2014: 16). The findings of this study shows that DI tends to be 
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more “active” as opposed to DN who is more likely to be “passive”. If we use Tilly´s theory 
here to try and explain why this is an argument could be that the repertoire, in this case, is 
a direct reaction to the age difference between DI and DN. Understandably the practitioner 
of digital activism is influenced by the environment in which he/she is brought up in. So the 
repertoire of the DI differs from the DN because it is influenced by several factors, 
upbringing being one of them. The environment in which DI grew up has profoundly changed 
with the invention of the internet, and that is why we can talk about a digital divide. 
Hennefer concludes that DN interconnect their online identity with their “in-person” 
persona (2013: 29). Even though DN tend to use more “passive” forms of activism they do 
identify as activists to the same degree as DI which, she argues, creates different 
understanding of what digital activism is depending on your generation (Hennefer 2013: 29). 
Doerer talks about the “activist generation of the 1960s and 1970s” (2014: 1). She 
emphasizes that activism was practiced long before the internet and with great success. 
Despite the risks involved in these riots, the fear of getting arrested or even shot dead, 
outweighed the moral and ethical concerns of the protesters (Doerer 2014: 2). What we are 
experiencing now with DN is the lack of this risk taking behavior in activism. You could talk 
about a lack of “Commitment” referring to the C in Tilly´s WUNC display. The younger 
generations have become lazy in that they do not wish to sacrifice themselves on the altar 
of moral apprehension. On the other hand Hill argues that DN are misunderstood in their 
activism. He feels that digital activists is as much involved as traditional activists because 
they still have to show active participation e.g. by demonstrating or protesting (Hill 2013: 
135). So we have arguments on two opposing sides, but what we can establish from this is 
that both contains some truth. 
Having established why the environment can be seen to create a digital divide we now 
examine how culture can affect this same thing. The internet was invented and developed 
by people with a particular culture (including norms, values and traditions), this affects the 
design of the infrastructure and essentially how it works (Brodock 2010: 81). Another 
example of cultural division of the digital sphere is censorship. It is no new thing that 
certain countries and governments choose to censor specific material due to the 
predominant culture of set country (Columbus 2010: 178). This of course is very limiting for 
online democracy and liberty when access is limited. As Brodock put it; “Online censorship 
creates a wall between certain populations and their ability to gain access to and use 
digital tools for activism” (2010: 82). We will explore this dilemma further in chapter V: 
Power of the internet.  
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Socioeconomic 
We now move on to look at the second factor which is - socioeconomic. This is to be 
understood as the individual’s opportunity to gain internet access and the technological 
devices needed to get online, and ties together with the environmental and cultural aspect. 
It is a problem that some people, usually the poorest in society, do not have access to the 
internet since it leads to less political involvement, and centers the power around the 
“economic elite” (Brodock 2010: 73-74). If it is just one segment of a population who 
participates in political activism online the outcome is only portraying that percentage of 
people’s beliefs (Brodock 2010: 76). This poses a problem for the democracy in itself when 
only one side is expressing their thoughts and ideas and a whole segment of a populations is 
excluded from the online discussion. Another posing danger that Brodock identifies is the 
“lower income populations” opportunity to buy the technological devices necessary to 
access the internet (2010: 74). Brodock states that; “the digital divide is not a digital 
problem. Rather, it is the digital manifestation of offline social and economic inequality” 
(2013: 75). This quote indicates that what we understand as the digital division of rich and 
poor, is just the symptom of an illness that goes far beyond the internet. That inequality is 
the illness, and to treat the symptom (the digital divide) is not going to cure it. But the 
internet can facilitate discussion, and help people to recognize their situation by comparing 
themselves to others in the same situation. Therefore we conclude, together with Brodock, 
that creating access to the internet is most important if we want equality both online and 
offline (2010: 73). 
 
Digital literacy 
We have now examined two out of three divisions in digital activism - cultural/ 
environmental and the socio economic aspect. As we have been discussing this in the section 
about “Digital immigrants and digital natives” and “The differences between DI and DN”, 
we will only go over this briefly. The capability to operate ICTs decides how and why 
someone is using SMS and SNS (Autry & Berge 2011: 463). This ties in with the environment 
and upbringing aspect since it is usually older generations who experience difficulties 
navigating the online forum. Access to the internet do not necessarily mean that people 
know how to navigate online (Brodock 2010: 79). Hennefer discovers that DI identifies 
themselves as activists to the same extend as DN, the difference lies in the way they 
practice digital activism (Hennefer 2013). If we go back and look at The Hype Cycle we can 
understand why a social movement must understand its supporters, failing to do so could 
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mean possible exclusion from the organization. E.g. an organization mainly existing of DN 
could benefit from adopting new technology in stage 1 or 2 of The Hype Cycle because their 
audience is used to maneuver online, and are more adaptable to change (Schultz & 
Jungherr, 2010: 36). 
 
The future of activism 
Having examined the theories of social movements, and analyzed existing literature written 
in the field of digital activism, we now move on to discuss what the future of activism could 
look like. As we have mentioned in the section about the Issues with ICT, the importance of 
constantly inventing and developing technological devices and platforms is pivotal for the 
social movement. For the activist, digital literacy and tactical knowledge must evolve in 
tact with the development of these new technological tools for activism to become as 
effective as possible. With tactical knowledge, we can begin to understand how and why a 
certain campaign were successful, and use that information as a blueprint in the future to 
change the establish agenda (Joyce 2010: 209-210). Joyce identifies two directions of 
tactical knowledge - specification (detailed information about the success of a campaign, 
can help communicating knowledge about new technology to a wider audience) and 
generalization (a more general observation of behavior that is not tool specific) (Ibid: 209-
210). Both options contains the problem of getting outdated quickly because of the speed of 
which the internet evolves. This problem is referred to as “The Strategic Knowledge Gap”, 
and it is necessary to recognize this gap in our knowledge about the mechanisms of digital 
activism (Ibid: 211-212). Our experience when selecting theory has also been one where e.g. 
we had to implement Tilly´s social movement theory on a digital phenomenon. It is 
therefore appropriate to say that the internet forces us to rethink our strategies, and 
perceptions in order to become more efficient. For the digital activist the internet provides 
a new range of tools, or what we refer to as repertoire when campaigning against an 
agenda. We cannot say that digital activism is the only solution for changing set agenda, but 
what it provides is an opportunity for people that might not have been involved to 
participate and be active. The success of digital activism is not caused by the internet as 
much as the economic instability, and general dissatisfaction in a country together with the 
culture and history of the population (Hill 2013: 136; Calhoun 2013: 33-34). What we learn 
from this is that activism do not sprout from the internet, but it facilitates activism. Joyce 
explains how this connectivity is creating a human power grid where individuals can be 
described as both producers and consumers of information (2010: 214-215). The future of 
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activism, we would say, lies in this power grid because of the liberty it provides for the 
activist who is not limited by anything other than his/hers digital literacy.      
 
Chapter V: Power of the internet 
In this chapter we will discuss the power of the internet, and whether the internet can 
liberate us, the people, or not. We will approach the topic by looking at the optimistic angle 
first, and then the pessimistic. First of all we are looking at how the internet can generate 
power to the people and have a democratizing effect as well. 
 
Power of the internet 
Since the mass invasion of the internet world wide in the beginning of the 21st century along 
with the Web 2.0, there has been a new arena for political debate. There are plenty of ways 
to speak up online: Blogs, Vlogs, debate-forums, political internet groups, profiles on various 
SNS and SMS, comments on news-sites and the list goes on. Not only does this become a so 
called “microphone for the masses” by the phenomenon of citizen journalistsvii; it also offers 
a critical alternative to the established media by granting airtime to a second opinion/angle 
on a digital platform that is not dictated by a large influential news broadcast, or more 
implicitly an elitist upper class (Karpf 2010: 164). This can ultimately lead to more 
transparency, and a censorship-free, pluralistic press which is a central point in the 
democratization of society. In Malaysia for example the public media is owned and 
monopolized by the state, and the ruling political party Barisan Nasional. But when the 
independent news website, Malaysiakini, launched in 1999 it became famous because of its 
reporting of corruption in the media and political system. Since then it has grown, and in 
2008 it became the most visited website in Malaysia. (Diamond 2010: 71-72) This, we argue, 
is proof that the internet is a channel that can promote democratic values such as liberty of 
speech, transparency along with encourage to critical political awareness amongst people by 
offering another side of the story than the official narrative. Another interesting and more 
recent example of how helpful the internet can be is the recent Ferguson riots in Missouri. 
When Sky News asked digital- and “real life” activist DeRay Mckesson if social media 
changed the way this movement worked compared to previous events he answered:  
“Yeah it’s huge. So if it were not for Twitter, Missouri would have convinced the 
world that we didn’t exist. Because we have the power now to organize and to get 
Roskilde Universitet     Roskilde University                                                                 
Den samfundsvidenskabelige bacheloruddannelse The Bachelor Study Programme in Social Science 
 
 
36 
the message out, without anybody else legitimizing it. We were able to create a 
movement and we are able to sustain a movement that has been going on again for 
110 days. And if it were not for Twitter and Instagram and Vine we would never have 
been able to do that” (Ferguson Protest Organiser 2014) 
DeRay Mckesson shows a deep gratitude to SMS and SNS for facilitating this movement, and 
since he has been out on the streets since the beginning of the Ferguson protests and is a 
persistent livetweeter (Mckesson 2014), citizen journalist and spokesperson (Ferguson 
Protest Organiser 2014; Mckesson 2014) he should have sufficient imperative knowledge to 
say so. Mckesson’s praising of the social media and Malaysiakini’s example of how the 
internet can foster democratic thinking in a society shows us that the internet indeed has a 
liberating factor. We see a willingness of people to support social movements online, now 
we will look into reasons why. 
 
Online communities 
The internet can foster online communities where people feel a strong connection to each 
other. Here people can meet virtually across the globe despite cultural, religious or other 
differences. Online debate fora can be used as excellent platforms for discussing and sharing 
opinions as well as ‘bonding’ over common values. There are endless options of causes, 
hobbies, interests or reasons for online communities, we can mention a few: Music groups, 
dating, scientific fields, fishing-equipment, dog-lovers and political causes. Social 
movements can benefit from their online community, and gain more awareness by using the 
devotion of online members to spread their message. Terry N. Clark analyses Gabriel Tarde’s 
argument that people imitate each other in society by the invisible hand of the newspaper 
that helps promote a certain “spiritual collectivity” in the public. This collectivity or 
cohesion consists of the feeling of sharing ideas with a large group of people (Tarde & Clark, 
1969: 53). The newspaper spreads the message and opinion that people feel attached to. 
Especially in earlier times when political party-newspapers were more common. Party 
members would read the newspaper of whom they would agree with and get thus a sense of 
unity with other readers as well. This is related to the unity part of Tilly’s WUNC display. 
Benedict Anderson argues that a community is just as much a feeling as a result of language 
and lineages (Anderson 1983: 22). He refers to the example of the almost “simultaneous 
consumption” of newspapers as a daily routine for thousands of people, and the awareness 
of others doing the exact same as you which was, according to Anderson, one of the earlier 
examples of apprehension of the concept of linkage: The notion of thinking a community 
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(Anderson 1983: 33-35). Tarde’s theory of spiritual collectivity, and Anderson’s theory of 
imagined communities, helps us answer why people feel as if they belong to a certain 
movement where they share their opinion with other likeminded people. In our two 
theorists’ time the newspaper was the main tool but today the internet can cultivate this 
mental unity on a whole new level with debate, updates, comments etc. without you even 
having to leave your couch. Today you can share your political opinion with people with 
whom you might even not share the same mother tongue. Without the need to have any 
other values in common there is still a sense of collectivity on this particular matter.  
The earlier mentioned video of OWS protesters, attacked by the NYPD with pepper spray, 
has at the time of writing (Dec. 17th, 2014) 1.650.404 views on Youtube (Peaceful female 
protestors 2011). This video was shared through SMS and SNS by activist and supporters of 
OWS. This video would never have reached this many views if it was not for social media and 
networks let alone if it was not for the internet. This ripple effect stems from a group-
mentality of the spiritual collectivity that Tarde describes where people imitate each other 
to feel part of a collectivity. It helps spreading the message through the imagined online 
community and nurses the chances of people becoming more politically inclined the more 
their friends discuss a certain topic. 
 
The power of social movements 
There are numerous ways of executing power whether it be coercive, direct, controlling, 
indirectly, institutionally and so forth. But what is interesting to us is the theory of power 
from the top down and from the bottom up in society. The element of numbers as we 
showed earlier in the WUNC display has a significance when it comes to power. When OWS 
filled the streets of New York the volume of the crowd sent a strong signal to the politicians, 
awakened the interests of people outside the Occupy movement, and helped spreading their 
message. Frances Fox Piven describes how social movements throughout history has changed 
the face of politics referring to examples such as the human rights movements, workers’ 
unions, black freedom movements etc. (Piven 2008: 2) She argues that interdependent 
power plays a bigger part in history than the official narrative tells us, and thus great social 
and political changes are reliant on social movements. According to Piven, society is a big 
chain of interdependent structures and agencies, an interconnected construction of relations 
deeply rooted between institutions, authorities and the public. (Ibid: 5) An organism where 
everyone plays an important role. The dustman needs to get his paycheck from the director 
of his company, but the director also needs the dustman to remove his garbage. This 
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simplified example of social movements through workers’ unions explains that there exists 
an interdependence within society. In fact it is no more complicated than the mere fact that 
every species has an important function of contribution to give to the ecosystem, ants, bees 
and vultures. Everyone plays a role, and an extinction of any one of them would affect the 
whole system. The notion that everyone has significance in Piven’s society also leads to the 
point that everyone has a certain influence. A potential interdependent power (Ibid: 5). Like 
a chain is no stronger than its weakest link this displays the vulnerability of a society. If one 
group of workers suddenly strikes it will create a ripple effect throughout society. Not only 
can it create delays and inconveniences for others, it can also spread the idea that if one 
group of workers strike for better working conditions, then maybe others will consider to do 
the same. That is why it is important to recognize the power of social movements. Piven 
showed us that social movements have set the political agenda several times throughout 
history. But how much proportional power do they really have? Is our interdependent power 
enough or must we use other measures in order to not be toppled? A famous quotation from 
Martin Luther King says: “A riot is the language of the unheard” (King 2013). We will 
examine the argument that backs up this statement in the next paragraph. 
 
The proportions of power 
We have established that the internet provides various opportunities for educating, 
connecting, debating, mobilizing and organizing people, not to mention awakening political 
interests. Now it is relevant to ask; is this new technology a game-changing sociological 
revolution? Is the internet a voice of the crowds that can set agendas, foster new activism 
and engagement amongst citizens, and ultimately empower and liberate people? Or is it 
simply a mere tool without any other significance than facilitating communication?  
If you choose to view society from a “Pivenian” perspective the theory of interdependence 
is solid. If everyone rely upon their neighbor, then everyone is to some extent even. But we 
must not forget the concept of money, that the influence and advantage of monetary capital 
can foster the opportunity of being in a position to exercise power by e.g. creating media 
discourse, using economic or political pressure and so forth. We agree with Piven’s 
optimistic point of view by giving social movements more credit than that of the official 
history books. But we take a critical stance when it comes to the inequality of power-
distribution that lies within the existing, or non-existing access to money. There is a 
significant gap between rich and poor when it comes power. This aforementioned power 
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that everyone possess only becomes significant and usable for swaying the authorities if it 
comes in large numbers. It requires organization and mass mobilization in order to obtain 
power and influence, as we established earlier as one of the criterions for success in Tilly’s 
WUNC display. Power can in many ways depend on money, network, technical skills, prestige 
or opportunities in life. People with a high economic capital are better positioned to gain 
and exercise power as money can easily buy, help and support in terms of e.g. armed 
protection (Ibid: 4). So given the fact that the upper elite can exercise power due to their 
financial situation and social network, we argue that there is therefore not an even 
distribution of power. The so-called “1%”, the wealthiest people in the world, have easier 
access to influence. (Referring to the catchy aforementioned slogan of OWS.) For example if 
social movements, like a workers’ union, do not succeed in gathering enough people to 
protest, the corporations are in a position to put them out of work. A scenario could be mass 
firings because a company chooses to outsource the factory to another country where wages 
and demand for better working conditions are considerably lower.  
“The neo-laissez faire doctrine that justifies market-led globalization can be seen as 
the revival of a species of natural law that obliterates worker power by reducing it 
to market exchange” (Ibid: 9)  
This quote states that the power of the people lost its value along with the opportunity for 
companies to outsource globally. The point to this is that no matter how well the internet 
can help organize, inform and mobilize people, the neoliberal market-power still has the 
capacity to rule from the top down. The internet cannot change this situation, it is a deeply 
integrated institutionalized structure of the global society. The internet can therefore only 
be considered an empowering -yes- but sadly also an inferior weapon in the battle for 
power. We agree with Piven that social movements do have a structural power, but we find 
the power of corporations even mightier. Corporations are closed entities with an already 
built structure, hierarchy and organization. This makes it much easier to make decisions, 
and to coordinate the decision-making processes. If the management of a firm decides to 
fire 200 employees the decision can easily be implemented. A social movement, on the 
other hand, starts out as a non-organized entity with only vague structures if any at all. Even 
with all the tools of the internet that makes to process smooth and quick, it still does not 
change the people who has to invent structure and consensus from nothing. This gives the 
firms an advantage when it comes to making decisions. Moreover the incentive for the 
people to perform activism is low. For example if one worker decides not to engage actively 
in protests to better the working standards on the factory it will not affect the whole cause 
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very much. In fact, this person would benefit from staying at home, and spending time 
catching up with his/her hobbies and family life. Here the worker would benefit both from 
the improvement that the fellow workers protested for, plus get extra free time to gain 
energy. This realist moral hazard mentality leads to inefficiency if everyone thinks this way. 
The theory of the tragedy of the commons by Garrett Hardin explains this behavior with an 
example of pastures and cows. If every herdsman has access to the same pasture everyone 
will aim to benefit from that, and keep as many cattle as possible. This rational thinking will 
ultimately lead to a tragedy by the overgrazing of the common pasture (Death 2014: 75). 
Corporations simply have a better starting position when it comes to organizing and decision 
making because it is already at a professional level of structure compared to a large group of 
unorganized people with low incentive to protest. Since power lies within money and 
efficiency versus numbers, we argue that the proportion of power is unequal. 
 
Who is using the internet? 
Now that we have questioned the power of the internet we think it relevant to discuss at its 
ability to liberate people. In the section of keywords we defined liberation as a game-
changing factor for everyone. Now it goes to show if the internet truly can liberate us. As we 
have established earlier DI are not as eager users of the internet and therefore digital 
activism as DN. We will now look deeper into a different digital divide than being active or 
passive.  
The divide between users of the internet is significant and taking that into consideration the 
internet is neither democratizing nor liberating. Whether it be people with no knowhow 
whatsoever (digital literacy), because of economic reasons, or, as we argued in chapter IV, 
people with no urge for experimenting (habits). This social divide in users becomes evident 
in numerous examples. First there is the racial aspect as we see marginalized groups suffer 
from a lack of digital literacy and access to ICT due to socioeconomic differences. (Cernat 
2012: 1686; Murthy 2011: 785) In the U.S. immigrants are likely to have less access to 
internet than natives (Harlow & Guo 2014: 466) Even factors such as length of education and 
income come into play, in other words, cultural, economic and political reasons can be 
challenging when it comes to internet access. Secondly, we detect a difference in user skills 
in the sense that socially marginalized groups are more prone to use the internet for basic 
purposes, whereas more often we see higher educated social classes who are using Web 2.0 
toolsviii (Murthy 2011: 785). Absence of digital literacy is worth mentioning because it can be 
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difficult to distinguish between the trustworthiness of the massive amount of information 
which can blur the perception of the receiver. The SNS Twitter can both have real and false 
profiles sharing the same name of a well renowned news-stations, (Murthy 2011: 785). 
Citizen journalism is likely to be biased since everyone can grab a cellphone and comment 
on an event. Without the advantages of digital literacy it can be difficult to tell whether the 
source you are watching is a valid or not. This stratifies the users on the internet services in 
‘good’ and ‘bad’ users and that is an obstacle for pure equality. It can be difficult to argue 
that digital activism is for everybody, and therefore we cannot approve the argument that 
the internet is liberating and/or democratizing. 
 
Deregulation: Freedom or feudalization? 
In a reporting from CKS 2012ix, Maria Cernat talks about two general threats to digital 
activism; one being an “indirect danger” in the shape of a neoliberal deregulation. This is 
what she calls “feudalization of the internet” where big internet corporations, such as 
Google, control the stream of information, and therefore are in a position to manipulate the 
digital arena (Cernat 2012: 1683-1684). Ladhani writes: 
“FastCompany reported that for a short period, Yahoo mail blocked emails that 
included the link the Occupy Wall Street website” (...) “Twitter was similarly 
accused for blocking the #OccupyWallStreet hashtag from its trending topics list” 
(Ladhani 2011: 1) 
Here she indicates that the internet giants like Yahoo and Twitter abuse their power, with 
destructive digital activism as an argument, they were blocking helpful data from reaching 
Occupy followers (Ladhani 2011; Murdoch 2010: 138). To test this ourselves we found an 
interesting example on Twitter relating to the ongoing Ferguson riots. Activist DeRay 
Mckesson is a diligent live tweeter from the protests in Ferguson, Missouri. Twitter has 
added a special filter on his account resulting in some of his tweets and pictures are now 
content advisory. This means that viewers and followers of his account will receive a 
warning that what they are about to open may be sensitive. This notification even appears 
with content that seem harmless. (McKesson 2014). In Appendix 1 and 2 we have two 
examples from his Twitter profile showing both the content advisory message, and the 
content being filtered. The internet is one of the most lucrative businesses in history (Cernat 
2012: 1684) with Google as the largest in the USA (The biggest internet companies 2014), 
and since corporations like Google own such a huge domain they also control the stream of 
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information, e.g. by the use of cookies or the on a more serious note, the power of 
censorship. When the main source of information online becomes a sales item the freedom 
and independence thereof is likely to go the same way. It is a potential threat to the 
democratization process, and ultimately political liberation when the stage for sharing 
information lies within the hands of big transnational companies. This creates a new 
element to the discussion of the power of the internet providers, and puts a new dimension 
to the trustworthiness of the internet domain owners. 
 
Regulation: Protection or control? 
Now, the question can be asked; whether or not the deregulated, neoliberal market of 
information is an optimal foundation for digital activism? We wonder if this is what can 
happen in a deregulated internet-sphere where the companies who own the popular internet 
domains are in a position to use an implicit form of power. And what would political 
regulation of the internet even look like? Could legislation and regulation of the internet be 
an alternative to protect the citizens from feudalization, reach a democratization process 
and ultimately liberation? Governmental regulation is Cernat’s second type of challenge for 
digital activism: A “direct and more obvious” danger (Ibid: 1684). Examples of authoritarian 
regimes’ governmental regulation of the internet expose the lack of democratic legitimacy 
when the power is abused. Cernat argues, that the internet can be used to identify opposing 
groups, block access and exercise propaganda by political leaders (2010: 1683). In the 
following examples power abuse is executed even more explicitly than the former. The 
Chinese internet is monopolized by the state, and an extensively refined censorship system 
is controlling the online sphere by for example blocking or closing down websites such as 
protests for an independent Tibet in 2008 (Diamond 2010: 73-74). Next example is the 
Iranian government filtering “anti-Islamic” websites in 2000 (Cernat 2012: 1688). One can 
ask how this is relevant in a context of digital activism in democratized countries of the 
Western World. But we argue that if it is possible here it is possible everywhere. Just 
because we have democracy it does not mean that we do not have governmental regulation 
that challenge our democracy. The digital wallet PayPal and the electronic commerce 
Amazon.com stopped providing services to the online organization WikiLeaks that leaked 
secret government documents shortly after former Senator Joe Lieberman encouraged 
companies to end cooperation with WikiLeaks. (Roberts 2012: 120) This sheds a new critical 
light on the government’s way of handling digital activism.  
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Who has the power? 
We will now present an example where three actors of the internet are battling against each 
other. We opened up for this example in the above mentioned Wikileaks case: On December 
1st of 2010 the U.S. government encouraged (Roberts 2012: 120), or as others phrased it, 
pressed (Pendergrass 2013:78) Amazon.com to stop the hosting of WikiLeaks website. On 
December 4th, the activist hacker collective Anonymous showed their support for WikiLeaks 
by hacking PayPal’s system for more than 8 hours. PayPal restricted their WikiLeaks account 
stating that “our payment service cannot be used for any activities that encourage, 
promote, facilitate or instruct others to engage in illegal activity” (Ibid 78-79). On 
December 8th, Anonymous attacked PayPal again with 4500 volunteers (Ibid: 79). This is an 
example of a triangular battle of power: The first element was governmental use of the 
power of political influence with the simple means of threats. Then the corporations 
Amazon.com and PayPal used feudalization of the internet by owning these popular domains 
they could circumvent users any influence (Cernat 2012: 1683-1684). Not to mention the 
earlier established advantage that companies have: If they decide to exclude a customer 
from their website access the decision is easily made because of their corporate structure. 
Lastly we have WikiLeaks and Anonymous representing the people who use the power of 
digital literacy converted into hacking skills, and thereby showing the display of numbers, 
referring to Tilly´s WUNC display, with the 4500 volunteers (Ibid: 79). This shows that 
Anonymous is not only a group of dedicated hackers, but a social movement with followers. 
One thing that the government, corporations and people have in common is that they all use 
the internet as a tool for liberation and control. Corporations collaborate with the 
government and Anonymous supports WikiLeaks.  
 
Chapter VI: Conclusion 
 
In the end, we will now conclude on the evidence gathered throughout the paper. Our 
ambition with this project has been through literature review to establish how the internet, 
and especially how SMS and SNS abet the social movement when performing activism. We 
wanted to define what role the internet plays in the power relations between social 
movements and their opponents. Furthermore we sought to establish that the internet has 
an influence on activism, looking at why people use SMS and SNS differently when 
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performing digital activism. In the subtitle of the project we questioned if the internet is 
online liberation or offline emancipation. We wanted to discuss the internet as a 
phenomenon with its liberating characteristics, but also how it can be used to limit liberties 
and control populations.  
 
In chapter III we discovered that the internet is a magnificent phenomenon, a facilitator for 
contact worldwide in the blink of an eye. It assists social movements in organizing, 
mobilizing and spreading their messages to a larger audience than was possible before the 
invention of ARPANET, and later versions like web 2.0. We defined activism as being an 
action reliant on vigorously campaigning, and usually needing a great amount of participants 
to gain any influence. This exclude slacktivism from being referred to as activism because 
we argue that it has little, if no, effect in changing the agenda, and is usually performed by 
single activists acting on their own. The internet is a growing force, and has enabled 
activism in many ways. SMS and SNS is used by social movements with promising results. We 
looked at OWS as an example of an organization that has used the internet with great 
success in their political work. We found that especially Twitter was useful in increasing 
awareness and catching the attention of the mainstream media. We cannot conclude that 
SNS like Twitter was the only crucial factor deciding why OWS became so popular. But SMS 
and SNS certainly played a big part in establishing the movement’s collective framing with 
the #occupywallstreet and the slogan “we are the 99%”. Furthermore, we would argue, that 
were it not for the SNS Adbusters initiative to call for an occupation of New York the 
movement would never have formed the way it did.   
 
In chapter IV, we argued that destructive digital activism can change the internet to appear 
as a weapon. But we must acknowledge that a weapon, dangerous by its very nature, is also 
just a tool, and it is the way we apply its functions that decides if it has positive or negative 
consequences. We neither consider the internet as a dangerous playground nor a pure 
gateway to absolute freedom for people. We regard it more as a tool in the democratization 
process on the same level as the printing press or the telegraph. But it is a very new and 
unique tool, so the future is not set in stone, which is why there is no final solution. Because 
the internet is such a new invention not everybody has adopted the technology yet. We have 
learned that there is a difference in how and why people make use of internet platforms 
such as SMS and SNS. Not everyone knows how to use them or want to use them. This is a 
result of different reasons, and it is why we began investigating the concepts of DI and DN, 
and the digital divide. The interesting thing about DI and DN is mostly, from our point of 
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view, the differences between the two of them in how they approach digital activism. 
Recognizing that only two studies were used to gather data on the phenomenon of DI and 
DN, we consider that further studies in this field might be necessary before a definite 
causality, to why people use SMS and SNS differently, can be proven. Investigating the digital 
divide we found that people vary in how and why the use the internet. DI showed a more 
active approach, whilst DN preferred a passive way of digital activism. We established that 
that method were dependent on the economic, cultural, political and social environments. 
Digital literacy is like the digital divide, influenced by such factors, and is a key element to 
how and why people use the internet for political activism. The future of digital activism is 
therefore reliant on a continually development of technological skills to expand the human 
grid as far as possible.    
 
In chapter V we discussed the sheer possibility for the internet to liberate the people. 
Whether the internet is a liberating tool for activists, or an appliance used by governments 
and corporations to control populations. The internet gives a voice to the people and gives 
everyone a chance to be a citizen journalist. It is a promoter of democratization, a 
facilitator for digital activism, and it gives a sense of an online community. But there is a 
paradox to this. The internet can also threaten the democratization process as well as 
sabotage the digital activism depending on the hands that hold the power. Working with 
Piven’s theory about interdependent power, we realize that influence can also come from 
the bottom up. The answers do not lie within the question whether to regulate or deregulate 
the internet. Subsequently neither government nor activist is suited for complete control or 
emancipation of the digital sphere. This we argue because we have looked at how regulation 
initiatives like censorship can be very limiting for the democratization process. On the other 
hand deregulation of the internet can lead to feudalization of the internet leaving the users 
helpless to the changes of their internet platform but it can also lead to cybercrimes in 
terms of hacking. The internet is not a liberator. In order to be this it must be for 
everybody. During this project we have discovered, as mentioned above, that not every 
person on planet earth has internet access, the obligatory digital ICT, or the literacy 
acquired to navigate online. Moreover huge internet corporations claims ownership to entire 
digital platforms, and are in a position to manipulate the stream of information. This raises 
skeptical questions as to whether the internet is a completely free political arena or not. 
Can the internet be seen as a tool for liberation or control? Yes absolutely, and a mighty one 
as well. Both political sides can use this “weapon” or “tool” against each other. But a game-
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changer that can set the people free? No. The internet is indeed a mighty, but nothing more 
than a digital helping hand for the social movement or activist.  
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